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ABSTRACT 
This paper extends Holland’s (2013) marriage typology, linking the timing of marriage, 
childbearing, and cohabitation, and apply it to the Harmonized Histories covering a range 
of European countries and the United States.  The meaning of marriage is organized 
around six ideal types: Direct Family Forming, Post-Cohabitation Family Forming, 
Conception-Related Legitimizing, Birth-Related Legitimizing, Reinforcing and Capstone 
marriage.  Although smaller shares of women entered marriage at each age across 
cohorts, there is increasing diversity in the timing and context of marriage. Family 
Forming marriage continues to be the majority marriage experience, but Direct Family 
Forming marriage has declined and Post-Cohabitation Family Forming marriage has 
increased. Conception-Related Legitimizing marriages became more important in Central 
and Eastern Europe, but less common in Western and Anglo-Saxon countries. Limited 
evidence for growth in post-first-birth marriages suggest that childbearing intentions or a 
first conception continue to be important triggers for marriage, although this may be 
changing in Nordic, Western European and Anglo-Saxon countries.  Taken together 
results suggest that marriage continues to be very closely linked to childbearing for 
women in diverse country contexts. 
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1 
1. INTRODUCTION 
The increase in non-marital childbearing in Europe and the United States (Sobotka 
and Toulemon 2008) has led some to suggest that marriage is decoupling from the 
childbearing process (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Kiernan 2001).  However, the 
temporal ordering of childbearing and marriage can be informative as to the meaning 
of marriage. Holland (2013) demonstrated a close relationship between transitions to 
marriage and parenthood in Sweden, a country where long-term cohabitation is nearly 
indistinguishable from marriage (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004). Moreover, even 
when children are born to unmarried parents, a large proportion will experience 
marriage of their parents (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012).  
 
Building upon Holland’s (2013) marriage typology, linking the timing of 
marriage and childbearing, I investigate the context of marriage across 12 European 
countries and the United States among women born between 1950 and 1977. 
Marriages occurring prior to a first conception are identified as Family Forming 
marriages. For these couples marriage may be an expression of “permanency and… 
long-term commitment,” conferring both symbolic and legal status to the couple 
(Holland 2013, p. 279).  While cohabitation is an almost universal prerequisite for 
marriage in Sweden (Andersson and Philipov 2002), in other country contexts 
marriage retains distinct legal and symbolic advantages over cohabitation, particularly 
for parents (Holland and de Valk 2015; Perelli‐Harris and Gassen 2012). As such, in 
this extended typology I distinguish Direct Family Forming marriage, whereby a 
couple does not co-reside prior to marriage, and Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 
marriage, where marriage is preceded by cohabitation.  
 
Marriages following a conception or within the 12 months after a birth are 
termed Legitimizing marriages. While marriage is not a prerequisite for a first 
conception or birth, it is still closely linked to the first birth. Distinguishing pre- and 
post-birth Legitimizing marriages was less relevant in the Swedish context where 
filial rights are transmitted to both parents regardless of their marital status (Bøe 
2010; Perelli‐Harris and Gassen 2012).  However, as rights, responsibilities and 
norms pertaining to unmarried parenthood vary across countries, in this extended 
typology I distinguish Conception-Related Legitimizing marriage (sometimes termed 
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‘shotgun marriage’ or ‘bridal pregnancies’), where marriage occurs following a first 
conception but before a first birth, and Birth-Related Legitimizing marriage, where 
marriage occurs within 12 months of a first birth.   
 
Reinforcing marriages occur after a first-born child is one year old but prior to 
subsequent births.  While “the transition to parenthood may be an explicit expression 
of seriousness and commitment” and “marriage is not necessary for childbearing, … 
the introduction of a child into the union changes the couples‘ circumstances in such a 
way that marriage becomes desirable” (Holland 2013, p. 281).   Marriages occurring 
after the completion of childbearing are termed Capstone.  In the mid-20th-century 
Golden Age of marriage, union formalization occurred early in adulthood; today 
marriage is increasingly the ‘crowning achievement’ of the transition to adulthood, 
occurring only after residential, employment and family-life stability is achieved 
(Cherlin 2004). With respect to childbearing, Capstone marriage is associated with 
achieving a desired family size: “now that the family is complete, the couple will 
marry” (Holland 2013, p. 281).  In the absence of prospective data on childbearing (or 
family size) intentions, Holland proposed identifying Capstone marriages as those 
occurring after a second or higher-order birth, or once an “only child” is 5 years old, a 
duration established by preferences for birth spacing and subsequent childbearing 
risks (Andersson 2004; Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014). 
 
2. DATA AND METHOD 
Data are drawn from Harmonized Histories, marriage, birth and cohabitation histories 
for 19 European countries and the United States (Perelli-Harris, Kreyenfeld and 
Kubisch 2010). The Harmonized Histories were constructed using the Generations 
and Gender Surveys of Belgium (2008-10), Estonia (2004-05), France (2005), 
Georgia (2006), Germany (2005), Hungary (2004-05), Lithuania (2006), Norway 
(2007-08), and Romania (2005), and the Dutch Fertility and Family Survey (2003), 
the British Household Panel Survey (2005-06), the Spanish Survey of Fertility and 
Values (2006) and the United States 1995 and 2007 National Survey of Family 
Growth.  Seven countries were excluded from the analysis because surveys covered 
only younger cohorts (Austria, Poland), lacked key information about respondents’ 
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age (Italy), lacked sampling weights (Bulgaria, Russia), or were not yet available at 
the time of writing (Czech Republic, Sweden). 
 Analyses were limited to women never married and childless at age 18, born 
between 1950 and 1977 (n = 52,294).  I excluded respondents who did not report the 
date of their marriage or first birth (~1% of the sample). Births were assigned to 
respondents’ union(s) or periods of living alone as follows: children born between the 
start and end of a union were assigned to that union; children born within 9 months of 
a union’s end were assigned to that union; children not assigned to a prior union, but 
born within 12 months of the start of a new union were assigned to that new union, 
becoming that couple’s first shared birth; non-union births were defined as those 
occurring more than 9 months after a union and more than 12 months prior to a 
subsequent union. 
 
 I utilized information about co-residence with their partner prior to the 
marriage, parity, and age of the woman’s firstborn child to classify first marriages 
(Figure 1).  First marriages occurring when the woman had no children and had not 
yet conceived a child (at least 8 months prior to a birth) were identified as Family 
Forming marriages.  I further distinguished (a) Direct Family Forming marriages if 
the marriage start date was the same or earlier than the co-residential union start date 
and (b) Post-Cohabitation Family Forming marriages if the co-residential union 
preceded the marriage.  Marriages after a conception (7 or fewer months prior to a 
birth) but prior to a birth were identified as (c) Conception-Related Legitimizing 
marriages.  Marriages in the year after a first birth were classified as (d) Birth-Related 
Legitimizing marriages.  Marriages occurring to women with one child aged 13 to 60 
months were (e) Reinforcing marriages.  Marriages occurring to women with one 
child over the age of 60 months or with two or more children were identified as (f) 
Capstone marriages.  Because the typology relies on parity progression, marriages 
occurring after a multiple first births are separately categorized.  These marriages, 
along with step-marriages (marriage after a first childbearing union dissolves or after 
a non-union birth) are pooled as Other marriages.  
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(a) Direct Family Forming 
(b) Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 
(c) Conception-Related Legitimizing 
(d) Birth-Related Legitimizing 
(e) Reinforcing 
(f) Capstone 
Figure 1: Stylized model of marriage types (derived from Holland 2013) 
 
 I tabulated the incidence and type of first marriage (regardless of whether the 
marriage was still intact) for all women from age 18 until the survey date. In order to 
make comparisons across cohorts and countries, I compare women’s experiences of 
first marriage by age 20, 30, and 40. I have full information on the first marriage 
experiences of women born prior to 1957, until age 30 for women born between 1958 
and 1967, and at age 20 for women born between 1968 and 1977.  All tabulations use 
sampling weights.   
 
 For the United States the sample differs as the United States National Survey 
of Family Growth (NSFG) on which the Harmonised Histories are based covered 
women aged 18 to 44.  The oldest American cohorts were drawn from the NSFG 1995 
and had to be restricted to those born between 1950 and 1954 in order to compare the 
same women at ages 20, 30 and 40.  Data from the NSFG 1995 and 2007 were pooled 
cohorts born 1958 to 1967.  For the youngest cohorts (born 1968 to 1977) data were 
drawn from the NSFG 2007 only. 
(a) / (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) 
-7 0 12 60m or 2nd 
higher-
order birth  
1st birth 
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 Country 
Birth Cohort N 
(unweighted) Born 1950 - 
1957a 
Born 1958 - 
1967 
Born 1968 - 
1977 
 Western Europe  
Belgium 26.3 40.7 33.0 1,926 
France 27.9 37.0 35.1 2,837 
Germany 26.7 41.6 31.6 2,828 
Netherlands 27.2 38.5 34.3 2,811 
Norway 26.7 36.1 37.2 3,998 
 Southern Europe Spain 21.4 38.0 40.7 4,011 
 Central Europe Hungary 31.9 30.1 38.0 3,196 
  
 Eastern Europe  
Estonia 30.5 35.7 33.9 2,462 
Georgia 25.2 39.5 35.3 2,615 
Lithuania 23.6 35.6 40.8 2,255 
Romania 26.0 27.8 46.2 2,673 
 Anglo-Saxon  United Kingdom 24.0 41.2 34.8 2,779 
USA 14.3 53.0 32.7 7,887 
Table 1: Birth cohorts, by Country (weighted percentages) 
Source: Harmonized Histories, author's calculations. 
Notes: Percentages weighted; N unweighted. 
                 aFor the United States, the oldest cohort consists of those born 1950-54, due to age sampling            
restrictions of the NSFG (18-44). 
 
3. RESULTS 
3.1. EVER MARRYING, BY AGE, COHORT AND COUNTRY 
While there is cross-national diversity in the share of ever-married women, the 
greatest uniformity is evident among women of the earliest cohorts (born 1950 to 
1957) (Table 2). In later cohorts, country and regional variation becomes more 
pronounced.  This suggests that, at least among women born in the middle of the last 
century, there may have been a more universal understanding of marriage’s place in 
the family life course across countries.  
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20  30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
 Western Europe 
Belgium 20.0 
 
13.7 ^^^ 4.6 ^^^/††† 82.6 
 
74.8 ^^^ 88.3 
 
France 17.0 
 
10.6 ^^^ 2.5 ^^^/††† 76.6 
 
62.7 ^^^ 83.9 
 
Germany 20.4 
 
12.1 ^^^ 7.3 ^^^/††† 75.1 
 
69.1 ^^^ 83.6 
 
Netherlands 15.8 
 
6.9 ^^^ 2.8 ^^^/††† 83.3 
 
65.3 ^^^ 89.7 
 
Norway 17.8 
 
8.7 ^^^ 1.8 ^^^/††† 75.9 
 
63.3 ^^^ 85.1 
  Southern Europe Spain 11.9 
 
12.4 
 
5.7 ^^^/††† 84.1 
 
76.2 ^^^ 88.9 
  Central Europe Hungary 33.8 
 
31.3 
 
17.8 ^^^/††† 89.8 
 
86.4 ^^ 92.4 
 
 Eastern Europe 
Estonia 17.6 
 
22.9 ^^^ 17.1 ††† 85.8 
 
79.6 ^^^ 90.7 
 
Georgia 21.1 
 
23.6 
 
23.4 
 
76.5 
 
75.9 
 
84.9 
 
Lithuania 15.3 
 
16.5 
 
19.7 ^^/† 76.2 
 
80.8 ^^ 83.8 
 
Romania 26.2 
 
28.2 
 
24.2 † 89.6 
 
90.0 
 
93.3 
 
 Anglo-Saxon  United Kingdom 22.2  
12.1 ^^^ 4.4 ^^^/††† 84.4 
 
71.3 ^^^ 91.2 
 
USA 27.7   15.5 ^^^ 11.4 ^^^/††† 80.9   73.7 ^^^ 89.4   
Table 2: Experience of a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
Source: Harmonized Histories, author's calculations. 
Notes: Percentages weighted; N unweighted. 
aFor the United States, the oldest cohort consists of those born 1950-54, due to age sampling restrictions of the NSFG (18-44). 
^/^^/^^^ Statistically different from cohorts born 1950  - 1957 at the 10%/5%/1% level, adjusted Wald test. 
†/††/††† Statistically different from cohorts born 1958  - 1967 at the 10%/5%/1% level, adjusted Wald test. 
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 Changes in the timing and incidence of marriage for women of later cohorts 
occurred unevenly across countries.  Such differential diffusion is consistent with 
other processes of family change (e.g. Nazio and Blossfeld 2003; Van Bavel 2004; 
Vitali, Aassve and Lappegård 2015). In Western Europe and in the Anglo-Saxon 
countries, the share ever married by age 20 declined consistently across cohorts. 
Among the earliest and middle birth cohorts in Southern, Central and Eastern Europe 
there was stability or growth in the share of women ever-married by age 20, 
consistent with a sustained “early marriage” pattern (Hajnal 1982). Among the most 
recent cohort, shares of ever-married women at age 20 declined in all countries, 
except Georgia and Lithuania.  
 
 A uniform cross-cohort pattern of declining proportions ever married is 
evident at age 30, excepting Georgia, Lithuania and Romania. The Southern, Central 
and Eastern European “early marriage” pattern did not result in larger shares of 
women ever married at age 30 (except in Lithuania), suggesting differing tempo 
(rather than quantum) trends in marital behavior in Eastern Europe.  
 
3.2. CONTEXT OF MARRIAGE BY AGE COHORT AND COUNTRY 
Table 3 presents tabulations of the context of first marriage using the six-category 
typology. Here percentages correspond to the proportion of all marriages, rather than 
all women. 
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20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Western Europe 
Belgium 
Direct Family Forming 44.3 
 
29.1 ^^ 37.7 
 
45.5 
 
35.0 ^^^ 43.6   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 30.6 
 
61.7 ^^^ 46.6 
 
39.1 
 
53.4 ^^^ 39.5   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 23.3 
 
9.2 ^^^ 15.7 
 
12.2 
 
8.5 ^ 11.7   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 0.9 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.0 
 
1.0 
 
1.2   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.8 
 
0.5 
 
1.2   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.3 
 
0.5 
 
0.7   
Other 0.9 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.2 
 
0.9 
 
2.1   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 20.0 
 
13.7 
 
4.6 
 
82.6 
 
74.8 
 
88.3   
n (unweighted)      480           773       673        480        773            480 
France 
Direct Family Forming 53.4 
 
50.8 
 
45.0 
 
48.3 
 
30.1 ^^^ 45.8   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 13.2 
 
23.4 ^ 41.6 ^^^ 27.0 
 
45.9 ^^^ 28.6   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 31.1  22.3  3.5 ^^^/††† 17.4  13.4 ^ 16.4  
Birth-Related Legitimizing 2.3 
 
1.9 
 
9.9 
 
2.0 
 
2.8 
 
2.3   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
1.6 
 
0.0 
 
2.6 
 
3.1 
 
3.0   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.3 
 
2.6 
 
2.1   
Other 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.3 
 
2.1 
 
1.8   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 17.0 
 
10.6 
 
2.5 
 
76.6 
 
62.7 
 
83.9   
n (unweighted)       786        1,045    1,006        786     1,045             786 
Table 3: Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
Source: Harmonized Histories, author's calculations. 
Notes: Percentages weighted; N unweighted. "Other" category includes both step first marriages and marriage after a multiple first birth. 
aFor the United States, the oldest cohort consists of those born 1950-54, due to age sampling restrictions of the NSFG (18-44). 
^/^^/^^^ Statistically different from cohorts born 1950 - 1957 at the 10%/5%/1% level, adjusted Wald test. 
†/††/††† Statistically different from cohorts born 1958 - 1967 at the 10%/5%/1% level, adjusted Wald test. 
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20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Western Europe 
Germany 
Direct Family Forming 34.9 
 
32.4 
 
38.4 
 
32.8 
 
23.7 ^^^ 30.4   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 28.6 
 
29.4 
 
30.7 
 
37.9 
 
46.7 ^^^ 37.4   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 29.3 
 
35.6 
 
24.0 
 
19.0 
 
18.2 
 
18.3   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 6.8 
 
2.6 
 
6.9 
 
5.5 
 
4.9 
 
5.8   
Reinforcing 0.4 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.4 
 
3.4 ^^^ 0.7   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.9 
 
1.4 
 
2.1   
Other 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
3.6 
 
1.7 ^ 5.3   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 20.4 
 
12.1 
 
7.3 
 
75.1 
 
69.1 
 
83.6   
n (unweighted)             725         1,233            870            725         1,233            725 
Netherlands 
Direct Family Forming 71.5 
 
65.9 
 
82.4 † 70.8 
 
45.4 ^^^ 67.3   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 4.9 
 
15.9 ^^ 6.5 
 
19.1 
 
43.2 ^^^ 20.4   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 22.2 
 
18.2 
 
6.3 ^^^/†† 8.8 
 
8.0 
 
9.1   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 0.6 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.7 
 
1.3 
 
0.8   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.2 
 
0.6 
 
0.5   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.6 ^^ 0.6   
Other 0.8 
 
0.0 
 
4.8 
 
0.4 
 
0.9 
 
1.3   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 15.8 
 
6.9 
 
2.8 
 
83.3 
 
65.3 
 
89.7   
n (unweighted)            816         1,092            903            816         1,092            816 
Table 3 (continued): Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
  
 
10 
  
  
   
20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Western Europe 
Norway 
Direct Family Forming 24.5 
 
28.5 
 
56.0 ^^^/†† 27.8 
 
18.5 ^^^ 26.4   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 18.7 
 
28.1 
 
25.5 
 
29.5 
 
40.6 ^^^ 30.2   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 47.6 
 
31.3 ^^ 12.5 ^^^/†† 30.1 
 
16.9 ^^^ 27.7   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 6.9 
 
12.1 
 
6.0 
 
5.6 
 
9.4 ^^^ 5.6   
Reinforcing 1.7 
 
0.0 ^ 0.0 ^ 3.1 
 
6.9 ^^^ 3.4   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.2 
 
5.6 ^^^ 2.1   
Other 0.6 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
2.8 
 
2.1 
 
4.6   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 17.8 
 
8.7 
 
1.8 
 
75.9 
 
63.3 
 
85.1   
n (unweighted)            1,041          1,448         1,509         1,041         1,448         1,041 
Table 3 (continued): Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
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20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Southern Europe 
Spain 
Direct Family Forming 73.4 
 
66.7 
 
51.1 ^^^/†† 75.9 
 
70.0 ^^ 75.2   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 3.5 
 
7.5 
 
15.4 ^^ 6.7 
 
11.9 ^^^ 7.5   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 21.5 
 
23.6 
 
29.4 
 
11.6 
 
13.3 
 
11.5   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 1.6 
 
0.9 
 
3.7 
 
2.5 
 
2.4 
 
2.6   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.4 
 
0.8 
 
0.8 
 
0.7   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.4 ^ 0.1   
Other 0.0 
 
1.3 
 
0.0 
 
2.5 
 
1.2 ^ 2.4   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 11.9 
 
12.4 
 
5.7 
 
84.1 
 
76.2 
 
88.9   
n (unweighted)           869         1,520         1,622            869         1,520          869 
Central Europe 
Hungary 
Direct Family Forming 79.6  67.2 ^^^ 53.1 ^^^/††† 78.0  65.5 ^^^ 77.1  
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 2.1 
 
6.5 ^^ 11.1 ^^^/† 2.8 
 
9.2 ^^^ 3.5   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 16.7 
 
23.9 ^^ 31.4 ^^^/† 15.3 
 
19.3 ^^ 15.1   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 0.9 
 
1.0 
 
3.0 ^ 1.1 
 
1.8 
 
1.1   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.7 
 
0.8 
 
0.6   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.5 
 
0.8 
 
1.1 
 
0.9   
Other 0.7 
 
1.4 
 
0.9 
 
1.4 
 
2.3 
 
1.6   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 33.8 
 
31.3 
 
17.8 
 
89.8 
 
86.4 
 
92.4   
n (unweighted)            991            942         1,263            991            942          991 
Table 3 (continued): Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
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20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Eastern Europe  
Estonia 
Direct Family Forming 47.2 
 
39.8 
 
31.8 ^^^ 43.7 
 
33.2 ^^^ 42.2   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 17.8 
 
16.3 
 
21.5 
 
16.5 
 
17.8 
 
16.6   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 32.6 
 
38.2 
 
42.6 ^ 28.7 
 
33.6 ^ 28.2   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 0.8 
 
2.0 
 
2.7 
 
4.4 
 
5.1 
 
5.0   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.7 
 
2.6 
 
1.6   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.3 
 
1.2 
 
2.2   
Other 1.6 
 
3.6 
 
1.4 
 
3.7 
 
6.5 ^^ 4.1   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 17.6 
 
22.9 
 
17.1 
 
85.8 
 
79.6 
 
90.7   
n (unweighted)            735            856        871              735            856            735 
Georgia 
Direct Family Forming 51.4 
 
48.9 
 
36.0 ^^^/††† 47.9 
 
47.9 
 
48.0   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 19.7 
 
25.0 
 
26.0 
 
20.6 
 
22.2 
 
20.8   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 15.1 
 
18.7 
 
22.0 ^ 14.6 
 
18.5 ^ 14.1   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 12.5 
 
5.6 ^^ 15.5 ††† 11.4 
 
8.3 ^ 10.8   
Reinforcing 0.7 
 
1.3 
 
0.4 
 
1.8 
 
1.1 
 
2.0   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
2.0 
 
1.1 
 
2.4   
Other 0.6 
 
0.5 
 
0.0 
 
1.6 
 
0.8 
 
1.8   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 21.1 
 
23.6 
 
23.4 
 
76.5 
 
75.9 
 
84.9   
n (unweighted)            725         1,026        864              725         1,026            725 
Table 3 (continued): Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
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20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Eastern Europe 
Lithuania 
Direct Family Forming 67.6 
 
54.6 ^^ 47.7 ^^^ 63.9 
 
59.8 
 
63.6   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 9.9 
 
14.8 
 
14.1 
 
10.8 
 
11.5 
 
11.8   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 21.6 
 
26.0 
 
32.3 ^ 18.5 
 
22.5 
 
17.8   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 0.9 
 
4.5 ^ 6.0 ^^ 3.1 
 
3.7 
 
2.8   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.2 
 
0.6 
 
1.1   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.3 
 
0.1 
 
0.9   
Other 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
2.2 
 
1.8 
 
2.0   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 15.3 
 
16.5 
 
19.7 
 
76.2 
 
80.8 
 
83.8   
n (unweighted)            584            894            777            584            894            584 
Romania 
Direct Family Forming 77.6 
 
68.3 ^^ 69.8 ^ 75.4 
 
72.3 
 
74.7   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 8.1 
 
12.1 
 
15.7 ^^ 9.5 
 
10.2 
 
9.9   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 10.3 
 
13.5 
 
12.3 
 
7.1 
 
10.5 ^^ 6.9   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 3.5 
 
5.2 
 
2.2 † 3.7 
 
4.6 
 
3.6   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.8 
 
0.0 
 
1.3 
 
1.3 
 
1.3   
Capstone 1.3 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
1.0 
 
0.3 ^ 1.6   
Other 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
2.0 
 
0.8 ^ 2.0   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 26.2 
 
28.2 
 
24.2 
 
89.6 
 
90.0 
 
93.3   
n (unweighted)            869           840            964            869            840            869 
Table 3 (continued): Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
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20 30 40 
Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1968 - 1977 Born 1950 - 1957a Born 1958 - 1967 Born 1950 - 1957a 
Anglo-Saxon  
United 
Kingdom 
Direct Family Forming 74.1 
 
62.7 
 
36.9 ^^^/†† 74.5 
 
47.2 ^^^ 71.2   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 5.5 
 
11.5 
 
28.1 ^^ 13.6 
 
34.6 ^^^ 15.8   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 17.4 
 
20.7 
 
20.1 
 
9.0 
 
10.0 
 
9.3   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 3.0 
 
4.9 
 
10.5 
 
0.9 
 
2.8 ^ 0.8   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
4.4 
 
0.6 
 
1.9 
 
0.6   
Capstone 0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.0 
 
0.6 
 
1.0 
 
1.1   
Other 0.0 
 
0.2 
 
0.0 
 
0.8 
 
2.4 ^ 1.1   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 22.2 
 
12.1 
 
4.4 
 
84.4 
 
71.3 
 
91.2   
n (unweighted)            630         1,073     1,076             630         1,073            630 
USA 
Direct Family Forming 71.0 
 
58.5 ^^^ 49.2 ^^^ 67.9 
 
52.4 ^^^ 65.8   
Post-Cohabitation Family Forming 8.9 
 
16.2 ^^^ 16.4 ^^ 17.3 
 
25.2 ^^^ 18.8   
Conception-Related Legitimizing 15.8 
 
18.3 
 
19.8 
 
8.3 
 
10.8 ^ 7.6   
Birth-Related Legitimizing 3.7 
 
5.7 
 
11.0 ^ 2.1 
 
2.6 
 
2.1   
Reinforcing 0.0 
 
0.7 ^^ 3.1 
 
1.7 
 
2.8 ^ 1.7   
Capstone 0.1 
 
0.1 
 
0.0 
 
1.1 
 
2.8 ^^ 1.7   
Other 0.5 
 
0.5 
 
0.6 
 
1.6 
 
3.4 ^^^ 2.3   
Per cent ever entered first marriage 27.7 
 
15.5 
 
11.4 
 
80.9 
 
73.7 
 
89.4   
n (unweighted)         1,416         4,463     2,008          1,416         4,463         1,416 
Table 3 (continued): Context of first marriage among those experiencing a first marriage by age, cohort and country (weighted percentages) 
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3.2.1. CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN THE CONTEXT OF MARRIAGE 
By and large, stability in the prevalence of marriage went hand-in-hand with stability 
in the context of marriage. So too was there evidence for the converse: in most 
countries, declining shares of ever-married women corresponded with changes in the 
context of marriage.  There were exceptions to this general pattern, however.  In 
Hungary, Georgia and Lithuania, where entry into early marriage (age 20) was stable 
or even increased across cohorts, there were notable shifts in the context of marriage 
among women born before 1968 in Hungary and after 1968 in Georgia and Lithuania. 
On the other hand, despite the considerable decline in the share of women ever 
married by age 20, there was considerable stability in the context of early marriage for 
women born before 1968 in France and the UK and for all women in Germany. 
Regardless of the magnitude of the change in the prevalence of marriage, for women 
aged 30 there was evidence of cross-cohort changes in the context of marriage in all 
countries (except Lithuania). 
 
3.2.2. THE CONTINUED IMPORTANCE, BUT CHANGING NATURE OF 
FAMILY FORMING MARRIAGE 
In all countries, for all cohorts and ages, Family Forming marriage was the majority 
first marriage context.  There was stability in shares of Family Forming marriage in 
Western, Southern and Eastern Europe (excluding Estonia) at age 30. In the Anglo-
Saxon countries and in Hungary and Estonia, however, there was an overall decline in 
shares of Family Forming marriages across cohorts. Paired with growth in post-
conception marriages and, in the Anglo-Saxon countries, post-birth marriage, this 
trend suggests that marriage in these four countries may be increasingly tied to the 
conception or birth of a child, rather than the first step in the family forming process. 
 
 Despite its continued predominance, the nature of Family Forming marriages 
changed in most countries. Comparing the oldest and middle cohorts at age 30, shares 
of Post-Cohabitation Family Forming increased and Direct Family Forming marriage 
declined in all regions except Eastern Europe, consistent with cross-national patterns 
of the emergence of pre-marital cohabitation (Hiekel, Liefbroer and Poortman 2014; 
Lesthaeghe 2010).  
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 Evidence for this trend was mixed when comparing birth cohorts at age 20.  In 
Southern, Central and Eastern Europe, the Anglo-Saxon countries, and France, there 
was a unilateral decline in Direct Family Forming marriage and an increase in Post-
Cohabitation Family Forming across cohorts. In the Netherlands and Norway, 
however, there was growth in Direct Family Forming marriage among women born 
1968 to 1977.  This trend, paired with very small shares of women entering a first 
marriage by age 20, may indicate increasing selectivity into early marriage in these 
country contexts.  
 
3.2.3. GROWTH IN CONCEPTION-RELATED LEGITIMIZING MARRIAGE 
In Central and Eastern Europe, Conception-Related Legitimizing marriage increased 
in importance.  Where marriage is increasingly tied to the moment of conception, the 
transfer of filial rights may be an important reason to formalize a union through 
marriage.  The opposite trend was evident in Western Europe (except Germany), 
where Conception-Related Legitimizing marriage became a less prevalent type of 
marriage, perhaps reflecting changing non-marital childbearing norms. 
 
3.2.4. LIMITED GROWTH IN POST-FIRST-BIRTH MARRIAGES 
While rare in most countries at age 20 (when childbearing may not yet have begun), 
marriages occurring after first birth (i.e., Post-Birth Legitimizing, Reinforcing and 
Capstone) constitute a non-negligible share of all first marriages at age 30 and 40. In 
France, Germany and Estonia these marriages total nearly 10% of all marriage for the 
earliest and middle cohorts, nearly 10% for the middle cohort (at age 30) in the United 
States, and well-over 10% in Norway and Georgia. Evidence of significant growth in 
these post-first-birth marriages was limited, except in Norway and to a lesser extent in 
other Western European and Anglo-Saxon countries. This finding suggests that 
childbearing intentions or a first conception may continue to be important triggers for 
marriage, although this may be changing in the Nordic (see also Holland 2013), 
Western European and Anglo-Saxon countries. As later birth cohorts transition to 
parenthood in greater numbers and are exposed to the risk of Post-Birth Legitimizing, 
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Reinforcing and Capstone marriage, further growth in the shares of post-first-birth 
marriages of may emerge. 
 
 
4. DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
These descriptive findings document the incidence, timing and context of marriage for 
women born between 1950 and 1977 across 12 European countries and the United 
States using retrospective marriage, union and childbearing histories from the 
Harmonized Histories. Extending the typology of marriage first proposed by Holland 
(2013), I tabulated the shares of marriages corresponding to six marriage types 
(Direct Family Forming, Post-Cohabitation Family Forming, Conception-Related 
Legitimizing, Birth-Related Legitimizing, Reinforcing and Capstone marriage) by age, 
cohort and country. Cross-national and cross-cohort comparisons showed declining 
shares of women entering marriage at each age and increasing diversity in the context 
of marriage. 
 
 The tabulations presented here are descriptive, not explanatory. Cross-cohort 
changes in the incidence and context of marriage likely reflect both social changes in 
the meaning of marriage but also compositional population changes, which may 
explain some of the observed changes in marital behaviours (Holland 2013; Ní 
Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2012; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). It is likely that the 
experience, the timing, and the context of marriage vary by individual and 
background characteristics, and according to macro-level characteristics, such as 
macroeconomic circumstances, gender ideology, and the diffusion of new family 
behaviours.  Investigating how marital behaviour maps on to individual-, regional- 
and country-level characteristics will further our understanding of the modern-day 
meaning of marriage. Still, the typology of marriage proposed by Holland (2013) and 
extended here offers a valuable starting point for cross-cohort and cross-national 
comparisons of marriage behaviour. Taken together these trends suggest that most 
women who marry do so prior to (or in the absence of) a first conception, but for a 
sizable and growing minority a conception or birth is the first step in the family 
building process. 
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